
lesson 14

FOCAL TEXT

Luke 20:9-19

BACKGROUND

Psalm 24:1; John 3:16-17; 
Romans 5:8

Christmas

The Surprising 
Truth About God

121

MAIN IDEA
If you receive God’s Son, you will receive 
God’s forgiveness.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE
Have I received the greatest gift God ever 
gave—Jesus Christ?

STUDY AIM
To examine what the Bible says about 
who God is and how much He loves us

QUICK READ
This parable not only highlights the sur-
prising truth about the loving character 
of God but also reveals the utter wick-
edness of the human heart that rejects 
God’s greatest gift—Jesus Christ.

BIBLE
STUDY 
GUIDE 



122 JESUS STORYTELLER: A STUDY OF LUKE

Introduction

The Bible records a parable in Luke 20 that contains a scathing indictment 
against the failure of the Jewish people to accept God’s greatest gift to hu-
manity—His Son, Jesus Christ. When Jesus finished telling this parable, the 
people were so shocked that they cried out, “God forbid!” They were aston-
ished because Jesus disrupted their nice, neat understanding of the God of 
Israel. They thought God existed for the sake of Israel, not Israel for God. 
Likewise, people who are busy in the Christmas season today may be sur-
prised to learn the truth about Jesus, whose birth we are celebrating. Many 
Americans claim to believe in God—but what kind of God? For some, He is 
the nice God they recognize for an hour a week on Sundays and then live the 
rest of their lives as if He doesn’t exist. For others, religious rules and ritu-
als are an acceptable substitute for knowing God. Jesus Christ visited planet 
earth over 2,000 years ago to teach us what God is really like. He meets our 
greatest need—the need for forgiveness and reconciliation with Him. If you 
receive God’s Son, you will receive God’s forgiveness.

Luke 20:9-19

9 He went on to tell the people this parable: “A man planted a vineyard, 

rented it to some farmers and went away for a long time. 10 At harvest time 

he sent a servant to the tenants so they would give him some of the fruit of 

the vineyard. But the tenants beat him and sent him away empty-handed. 
11 He sent another servant, but that one also they beat and treated shame-

fully and sent away empty-handed. 12 He sent still a third, and they wound-

ed him and threw him out.
13 “Then the owner of the vineyard said, ‘What shall I do? I will send my 

son, whom I love; perhaps they will respect him.’
14 “But when the tenants saw him, they talked the matter over. ‘This is the 

heir,’ they said. ‘Let’s kill him, and the inheritance will be ours.’ 15 So they 

threw him out of the vineyard and killed him.

“What then will the owner of the vineyard do to them? 16 He will come 

and kill those tenants and give the vineyard to others.”

When the people heard this, they said, “God forbid!”
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17 Jesus looked directly at them and asked, “Then what is the meaning 

of that which is written: “‘The stone the builders rejected has become the 

cornerstone’?
18 Everyone who falls on that stone will be broken to pieces; anyone on 

whom it falls will be crushed.”
19 The teachers of the law and the chief priests looked for a way to arrest 

him immediately, because they knew he had spoken this parable against 

them. But they were afraid of the people.

Who is God?

A good place to learn about the nature of God is in the Book of Genesis. The 

first three words in the Hebrew Bible are, “Bershith bara Elohim,” which means, 

“In the beginning God created.” The Bible really doesn’t go into detail about 

how God created the universe, just that He created it. The first two chapters 

of Genesis were not written to teach us about the exact process of Creation; 

they were written to teach us about the God of Creation. From the beginning, 

we see He is a good God. Sadly, most Americans have been taught the uni-

verse came into existence by chance, rather than by a Creator. I believe God 

created the heavens and the earth. And you don’t have to commit intellectual 

suicide to believe there is a higher being who planned and created this world. 

I also believe in the big bang theory. I believe God said, “Let there be light” and 

“Bang!” it happened!

God Is Good—He Gives Us the World to Tend (20:9)

Barbeque is big in Alabama. That’s the birthplace of white barbeque sauce, 
and when they say “bbq” they mean pork, period. When I used to live in Bir-
mingham, Alabama, I loved to eat at a famous barbeque place named “Ollies.” 
They had a big sign inside the restaurant with a quotation from Psalm 34:8, 
“Taste and see that the Lord is good.” Ollie’s Barbeque was delicious, but 
there was no way you could know that for sure until you tasted it for yourself. 
Likewise, someone can explain to a disbelieving world the nature of our good 
God—but they’ll never believe it until they get to know God for themselves 
and experience His goodness. When you experience the Living God of the 
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Bible—not a religion—you’ll know the surprising truth about Him for your-
self. In this parable, Jesus revealed several foundational aspects of the nature 
of God. You may be surprised to learn the truth!

Like the owner of the vineyard in the story, God created this world. He 
is the owner of a vineyard called Earth and has placed us here to manage it. 
We don’t own anything; we’re just the tenants. The Psalmist proclaimed, “The 
earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it…” (Psalm 24:1). During Creation, 
God was like a master painter. He created something and stepped back and 
said, “That’s good.” In Genesis 1, the phrase “and God saw that it was good” is 
repeated six times. When He created Adam, He saw he was alone and said, “It 
is not good for the man to be alone” (2:18). God’s nature is to create and seek 
good. When He sees something that is not good, He corrects it. That’s why 
God gave Adam a wife, because He knew she would be good for him! In fact, 
everything good in our lives comes from God. James 1:17 says, “Every good 
and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father…” That’s why 
we celebrate the gift of His Son, Jesus, during this season.

This simple truth is surprising to some people because when they look 
around, they see the circumstances may not look too positive in our world 
right now. Some think that in order for things to be “good,” there must be the 
absence of problems or pain. When you hear someone say, “God is good,” you 
may want to argue, “If God is good, how could He allow evil to happen?” The 
parable reminds us that the bad things that happened in the vineyard were 
not caused by the owner; the tenants were the ones who messed up a good 
thing. That’s what has happened in our world today. We live in a fallen, sinful 
world, and our sin has messed it up. When someone complains to me that 
life isn’t fair, I sometimes say, “You’re right, life isn’t fair—but God is good.” 
That’s the first principle we learn in this parable.

God Is Patient—He Sends Us Many Messengers (20:10-12)

In the parable, the owner represents God. He sent a servant to the vineyard 
when the grapes were ready to harvest. The tenants were like share-croppers. 
Therefore, the owner didn’t demand all of the grapes, just a portion of them. 
But the tenants rejected the messenger and kicked him out. The essence of 
sin is declaring independence from your Creator—refusing to acknowledge 
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God’s ownership of this world and rejecting His claim on your life. Sin begins 
with an attitude that says, “I don’t need God. I’m in charge of myself.” Let’s 
say you were the landlord of a rental house, and you sent an employee to col-
lect the rent. What would you do if, instead of paying, the renter beat up your 
employee and said, “This is my house. I’m not paying a dime!”?

God would have been morally justified to instantly reclaim the vineyard 
(the earth) from sinful humanity and punish us immediately. But at this 
point in the parable, we learn some more surprising truth. God is not only 
good, but also, He is patient. Instead of punishing the farmers, He sent an-
other servant, and another—and they were all rejected. This parable parallels 
the Old Testament when God sent many prophets to Israel to warn them of 
the dangers of rejecting God. Most of the prophets were abused and scorned, 
including Elijah who was threatened by a wicked queen, Jeremiah who was 
thrown into a pit to die, and Amos who was ridiculed.

God owns this world, and He owns your life. Have you rejected His claim 
on you? He keeps sending you messengers to patiently request that you sur-
render to Him what is rightfully His. Christmas is a season filled with re-
minders of the truth—preachers, pageants, programs—they’re all messen-
gers with the same message. The Bible says, “The Lord is not slow in keeping 
his promise, as some understand slowness. Instead he is patient with you, 
not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance” (2 Pe-
ter 3:9). Patience is not weakness or unconcern in God’s nature; patience is 
strength under control.

God Is Loving—He Sent His Only Son (20:13-15)

What is God like? He is good. He is patient. But do you know what is most 
surprising to some about God? He is loving. In the parable, after his servants 
had been rejected and abused, the owner took an unprecedented, astonishing 
step—he sent his son. Jesus described the son in this way, “my son, whom I 
love.” The words “my Son, whom I love” are the same words God assigned to 
Jesus when Jesus was baptized and a voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, 
whom I love” (Matthew 3:17). The message of Christmas is that God sent His 
only Son to reconcile our differences with Him. So what did humanity do in 
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response? Did we hurry to welcome God’s Son and fall at His feet in surren-
der? No, like the tenants in the parable, we crucified the Son of God.

This parable not only highlights the shocking truth about the character of 
God, but it also reveals the surprising truth about the utter wickedness of the 
human heart. The tenants of the vineyard didn’t kill the owner’s son in the 
spontaneous heat of emotion; they made a calculated decision. They thought 
that by killing the son, they could claim ownership of the vineyard. That’s 
what so amazing about God’s love. I am a sinner by nature and by choice, but 
God still loves me, in spite of my sin. He loves you enough that He sent His 
only Son to die for you. The Bible says, “But God demonstrates his own love 
for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8).

The reason some people are caught off guard by the unmerited favor and 
love of God is that they never read the Bible. They don’t understand the Bible 
because they try to study it like they study other literature such as Shake-
speare or Milton. Instead, the Bible is one long love letter. On every page, 
God is expressing His love to them. The owner of the vineyard in this par-
able was good, patient, and loving, but he couldn’t allow the wickedness of 
the tenants to go unnoticed or unpunished. This leads to the final surprising 
truth about God.

God Is Holy—He Will Punish Sin (20:16-19)

After Jesus spoke of the tenants killing the owner’s son, He paused and asked 
what the owner of the vineyard would do next (20:15). Before the listeners 
had a chance to respond, He answered His own question. The owner would 
punish them. The temptation of our annual Christmas season in America is 
to confuse love with syrupy sentimentality—with ornaments, presents, gin-
gerbread, and all the other delights of the season. But we forget that Jesus 
was born to die for our sin. Because He is holy, God cannot tolerate sin and 
sacrificed His Son to pay our debt. The Jews listening to the parable that 
day were on the verge of rejecting God’s chief cornerstone—they would soon 
crucify Him (20:17-18). But God would exalt Jesus by raising Him from the 
dead. Some people think God is like some half-witted, permissive substitute 
teacher who looks at the world of misbehaving sinners and says, “Now, now 
boys and girls, please sit down and be quiet!” No. Like the owner of the vine-
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yard who punishes the tenants and takes away the vineyard, there will be a 
day of judgment for those who reject His Son.

In history, God sent prophets and angels to Israel to no avail, and finally 
He sent His Son Jesus. Because the nation of Israel rejected God’s Son, they 
suffered the consequence of “losing the vineyard.” For almost 1,900 years 
Israel passed out of existence, and only since 1948 have they had a nation 
again. What was true of the nation of Israel historically is true of us personal-
ly. In Revelation, there is a great deal written about God’s ultimate judgment 
against those who reject His love. In the middle of these future judgments, 
an angel says to God, “You are just in these judgments, O Holy One, you who 
are and who were” (Revelation 16:5). Because God is Holy, He will punish sin. 
And because He is Holy, He is right and just in His judgments.

Applying the Parable

• How does this parable shed new light on the meaning of Christmas for 

you personally?

• Why do you think the tenants in this story rejected the messengers?

• Why is forgiveness a gift of God, not something we earn?

• What do you think most people would be surprised to learn about God’s 

nature? Why?

Implications and Actions

Forgiveness—the Greatest Gift of All
What is God really like? To a world of skeptics, He is surprisingly good, pa-
tient, and loving. But He is also holy and wants us to consider Jesus’ warning 
in this parable: If you reject God’s Son, you will receive God’s judgment.

It’s also true that if you receive God’s Son, you will receive God’s great-
est gift that we celebrate this season—full forgiveness through Jesus Christ. 
Each of us stands guilty before the Lord. The good news of Christmas is that 
God offers a full and free pardon. Jesus Christ has already taken our punish-
ment, and all we have to do is accept God’s free gift of forgiveness.
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Will you receive His Son in this season of joy? The Bible says, “Yet to all 
who did receive him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to 
become children of God” (John 1:12).

Questions

1. How would you tell the truth of this parable in your own words to 
someone who doesn’t understand who God is?

2. With whom can you share the priceless truth of the meaning of 
Christmas this year?

3. What Scriptures can you share with others about the true nature of 
God this season? Pray for opportunities to do so.

4. What will you do differently this Christmas to express your grati-
tude to God for the gift of salvation?


